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SOCIOLOGY 
RELIGION AND CLASS: A STUDY OF THREE 
URBAN CONGREGATIONS 1 
THOMAS V. PHILBROOK 
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis 
A social class is a group of persons with similar access to social 
values. Other things being equal, most persons strive to obtain the 
highest social class possible since this carries with it privilege with 
regard to the good things of life. Moreover, as an institution center-
ing in some of the most important of all human values religion has 
always had close ties with social class. However, the exact nature of 
these ties is subject to dispute. 
For the most part, the studies of stratification have treated church 
membership as a class based phenomena, in which there is a parallel 
relation between an individual's class position and the standing of 
his church. Particular religions have been found associated with cer-
tain social classes. In some areas, for example, the Episcopalian and 
Congregational Churches were found associated with the upper classes 
and the baptists and "storefront" churches with the lower classes. 
Religious affiliation has been shown to be an aspect of the stratifica-
tion systems at all levels of community formation within the United 
States (Pope 1948: 89). Though it has been widely assumed that 
in a given community there is a single system of stratification to which 
a ranked set of religions correspond, there is reason to doubt this 
assumption when it is applied to the complex urban milieux. 
The majority of stratification studies of religion and class position 
have been of rural and small urban communities, such as the Middle-
town studies by the Lynds (1929 and 1937), Plainville (Withers 
1945) and those by Warner (1949), Pope (1943), Rubin (1951) 
and Hollingshead ( 1949). Even a priori consideration should have 
questioned the extension of relationships between religious affilia-
tion and social strata, holding for these communities, to large urban 
communities. For the large urban community has a very different in-
stitutional structure. Since large metropolitan communities present 
complex and varied forms of access to power, wealth and esteem, 
the relationship between religion and class position should also be-
1 The material on which this study is based was gathered during the winter of 1960. The 
material was obtained from personal interviews of a sample of parishioners from three Min-
neapolis Lutheran congregations. My sincere thanks go to Pastors A. B. Walfrid of Calvary 
Church, Marbury Anderson of Messiah Church and Dr. Reuben K. Youngdahl of Mount 
Olivet Church as well as to Professor Don Martindale of the University of Minnesota who 
was consulted on many aspects of this study. 
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come complex. Furthermore, the multiplicities of denominations and 
congregations within denominations considerably changes the con-
figurations of religious value. Hence in contrast to the prevailing as-
sumption of most community studies, the hypothesis is submitted 
that the relation between class and religion in the large urban center 
will become complex and multidimensional. 
Class Characteristics of Three Urban Congregations: The present 
study arose out of the hypothesis that the large metropolis destroys 
the simple one-to-one relation between religion and class as appears 
in simple communities. The research problem was to determine 
whether and to what degree a single denomination, in the metropolis, 
is a composite of several class positions. Since vertical and horizontal 
mobility are extensive in a large urban community, one could expect 
the urban church to expand and adapt in the attempt to hold its 
changing congregations. Moreover, in attempting to hold its members 
the church may be forced to become less rigid on the issues basic to 
the community's way of life. Theological and doctrinal issues may 
then be compromised unless they are changed as rapidly as the fluid 
urban world round about. 
The individual congregation of the urban center should remain 
more or less homogeneous in income, occupation and other social 
characteristics. A given congregation should, also, sustain a more or 
less homogeneous religious perspective. 
The comparison of the three congregations, Calvary, Mount Olivet 
and Messiah, with respect to occupation reveals some broad sim-
ilarities. Because of considerable variation within the occupational 
groups, this similarity is more apparent than real, particularly in the 
professional and managerial category. In terms of the number em-
ployed in white collar jobs the congregations are also similar. Sixty-
one, seventy-three and sixty per cent for Calvary, Mount Olivet and 
Messiah respectively, were employed in white collar work. For the 
city as a whole, white collar workers account for fifty-four per cent 
of the total labor force. All three congregations thus incline towards 
the new middle classes. 
The occupational similarity begins to fade when the kinds of occu-
pations in the various groups are scrutinized. In both Messiah and 
Calvary there were fewer individuals in the professional and man-
agerial group. Moreover, their positions were not high level in the 
TABLE 1. Percent Employed in Various Occupational Groups in the 
Three Congregations 
Occupation Calvary 
Professionals and Managers 13.0% 
Clerical, Sales and Service ........ 47.9 
Skilled Labor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26.1 
Semi and Unskilled Labor ........ 13.0 
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firms for which they worked. The Mount Olivet respondents, who 
fell in this category, were owners or operators of middle-sized trad-
ing firms or were executives in larger firms. 
TABLE 2. Comparison Between the Three Congregations With Respect to the 
Number of Professional and Managerial Workers 
Congregations 
Mount Calvary and 
Olivet Messiah 
Professionals and Managers ...... 42.9% 
Remaining Employed ............ 57.1 
Total ....................... 100.0% 




There was also a difference in the service category. Most of those 
at Mount Olivet, in this category, were in positions which lead to 
management, while those at Calvary and Messiah occupied more or 
less dead-end clerical or semi-technical jobs. The Messiah sample 
differed from the other two congregations, occupationally, in two 
ways. More important was the greater representation of unskilled 
and semi-skilled laborers. There were a number of occupations such 
as laborer, truck driver and restaurant worker reported. The other 
differentiating characteristic was the larger number of working wives. 
These occurred, generally, where the husbands were employed in 
blue collar jobs. 
TABLE 3. Comparison Between the Three Congregations With Respect to the 
Number of Semiskilled and Unskilled Workers 
Congregations 
Calvary and 
Messiah Mount Olivet 
Semi and Unskilled Labor ........ 31.8% 
Remaining Employed . . . . . . . . . . . . 68.2 % 
Total ....................... 100.0% 




Taken as a whole these three congregations range freely over the 
middle class occupational scale. Moreover, the occupational compo-
sition of the three varied separately. Mount Olivet is upper middle 
class in character with some upper class representation. Many of the 
respondents were, from all indications, upwardly mobile. Messiah, 
on the other hand, seems to have two modal occupational groups. 
One which is solidly lower middle class, the other mostly lower class. 
The congregation is probably downwardly mobile. Calvary is defi-
nitely between the other two. The composition of the membership 
will, most likely, remain at this level for years to come. The table 
comparing the incomes of the respondents in these three samples 
coincides with the above conclusions. 
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TABLE 4. Percent of Respondents in Several Income Categories 
Income Per Year Calvary 
Under 5000 ............... 16 
5000-9999.9 ............... 79 
10,000-19,999.9 . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 
20,000 and over . . . . . . . . . . . . 0 
Total .................. 100 
Chi-square= 8.95, p<.1 

















There were other indications of the class character of these three 
congregations. Messiah represented the highest level of education in 
terms of the number of college degrees reposted; twenty-one per cent 
had Bachelor of Arts degrees. However, both Calvary and Mount 
Olivet samples included respondents with graduate degrees. Mount 
Olivet also had a greater number of persons with some college back-
ground: thirty-seven per cent. All in all none of these congregations 
represents a high educational level. 
When viewed with respect to their activity in business associations, 
clubs and the like, the three congregations are quite dissimilar. Those 
sampled from Mount Olivet were far more active in such organiza-
tions than those from either of the other two congregations. Not only 
were they more active, but they participated in many more varied 
organizations, including the local country clubs. At Messiah there 
were about four respondents, who were also leaders in the congrega-
tions, that were active in organizations of an avocational nature. 
Hardly any of the respondents from the Calvary sample noted active 
participation in organizations of this kind. 
In terms of rural or small town origin as against city origin, the 
proportions were quite different between Mount Olivet and the other 
two congregations. While over half (fifty-five per cent) of the re-
spondents from Mount Olivet were raised in the city, less than forty 
per cent from the other two congregations had the city as their com-
munity of orientation. 
It appears that the above findings, plus those on occupation and 
income, substantiate the essential difference of the modal class posi-
tions of the respondents from these three congregations. Nevertheless, 
it can not be said that these congregations represent the full range of 
modal positions within the stratification system. None of the three 
congregations, for example, was well represented by either the upper or 
the lower class. It may be that a more extensive sampling of Messiah 
parishioners would strengthen the lower class as the modal group. It 
does not seem too probable that more intensive examination would 
change the class complexion of the other two churches. 
Distinctions in Religious Outlook: Despite considerable overlap-
ping, there were distinctive elements in the out-look of each congre-
gation. The chief defining character of Calvary's outlook was the 
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Pietism of its members. Mount Olivet respondents, on the other hand, 
leaned more to the point of view expressed by such persons as Nor-
man Vincent Peale. Most notable in the Messiah group was its 
parochialism, the frequent expression of loyalty to Messiah Church. 
Indicative of the pietistic outlook of the Calvary respondents, were 
expressions many used in the course of the interview. A number of 
respondents characterized themselves as "born again Christians" and 
the need for a person to be a "strong witness." These and other 
phrases they preferred are characteristic of a pietistic religious view. 
More concrete, however, was their objections to dancing in the church 
and to smoking by the pastor: 
TABLE 5 
Calvary 
Per cent objecting to dancing at church youth 
activities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85 
Chi-square= 8.90, p<.01 
Percent objecting to the pastor smoking . . . . . . 55 









Another important factor of this pietism was the number of Cal-
vary respondents coming from more fundamentalist religions, espe-
cially the Swedish Mission Covenant church. Regular attendance was 
also the general rule. More than three-quarters of the respondents 
attended at least three times a month, while for the other two con-
gregations less than half attended that often. 
The Pealeian character of the religious outlook of the Mount Olivet 
respondents is more difficult to pin down by frequencies and per-
centages. This characteristic was largely manifest in the comments 
and replies to the set of attitudinal questions. In fact, a number men-
tioned that they read Peale's books and articles. Many also expressed 
a satisfaction in life as it is. Others felt that their staff psychologist 2 
was helping many members to "adjust" to life. There was generally, 
little concern for the more basic tenets of Christianity. Instead the 
emphasis was placed upon the "good fellowship" which belonging to 
Mount Olivet brought. The variety of religious backgrounds (fifty-
three per cent of the respondents had not been Lutheran before they 
joined Mount Olivet) certainly does not conflict with this, nor does 
the respondents' identification with Mount Olivet and Dr. Youngdahl 
rather than the Lutheran Church. 
One of the major conclusions of the community studies, following 
from the close correspondence between church membership and an 
individual's class position, was that the religious perspective varies 
with the class position of the congregation. The churches formed a 
kind of social hierarchy, reflecting the stratification systems in the 
community. Out of each position in the hierarchy, there arose a 
unique religious outlook. 
• Mount Olivet church has as a paid member of their staff a professional psychologist. 
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However, from these studies it cannot be concluded that this was 
entirely the result of the variations in the class and status of different 
congregations. It could also be a derivative of theological and doc-
trinal differences. It is immediately apparent that these differences 
ought to be kept constant. 
For the three congregations examined in this study, theological 
and doctrinal differences are minimized. It is also possible that the 
kinds of issues arising out of such differences are largely inconse-
quential to life' in the metropolis. The distinguishable religious out-
looks of these congregations have been shown to be correlative lo the 
differences in class characteristics among these three congregations. 
Thus the metropolitan church as a whole reveals a variety of religious 
points of view corresponding to its class variations. 
Conclusions: The present exploratory study encompassed only a 
segment of one denomination. Each congregation was found to be 
homogeneous along the lines of class and status. There was, how-
ever considerable variation between the congregations, even though 
all the congregations studied were of the same denomination. Varia-
tion appeared in religious outlook as well. It may be concluded that 
the hypothesis which directed the present study was tentatively veri-
fied. In the large urban center the close relation between denomina-
tion and social class is fractured as churches fight to retain their mem-
bers in a changing urban milieu. 
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